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Mike Levine is at the University of
California, Berkeley where he is co-
Director of the newly formed
Center for Integrative Genomics.
He obtained his Ph.D. from Yale
University with Alan Garen studying
steroid-regulated gene expression
in Drosophila larvae. As a Jane
Coffin Childs fellow he did
postdoctoral research with Walter
Gehring at the University of Basel
in 1982. After a second short
postdoctoral stint with Gerry Rubin
he started his own lab at Columbia
University in 1984. He subsequently
moved his lab to UCSD in 1991 and
to UC Berkeley in 1996. During the
past 20 years the Levine lab has
studied gene regulation in the early
Drosophila embryo, including the
analysis of stripe 2 enhancer of the
segmentation gene eve-skipped
(eve), and the mechanisms
underlying gradient thresholds of
gene expression produced by
Dorsal, a maternal morphogen.
Levine was awarded the Monsanto
Prize in Molecular Biology from the
National Academy of Sciences in
1996 and was elected into the
Academy in 1998.
What turned you on to biology in
the first place? I was raised in a
very noisy household in Los
Angeles. The only escape was the
backyard where I enjoyed torturing
and dissecting bugs.
What is the best advice you’ve
been given? Peter Lawrence told
me at a meeting in 1989 not to
‘pussy foot’ around. If you have
something to say, then spit it out
and make it clearly understood.
What advice would you offer
young scientists? Find a process
or phenomenon that really turns
you on and stay focused on it.
Although the scientific culture is
moving away from cleverly
designed experiments to ‘big’
methods such as genomics, I
believe that the most satisfying
insights come from a penetrating
analysis of some peculiar
phenomenon, such as the lysis of
certain bacterial strains upon UV
irradiation.
If you knew then what you know
now what would you do
differently? Well, I’ve moved
around a lot. I’m not sure I can help
it. Perhaps it would have been best
to stay put in New York. Although
I’m from California, New York is
probably the right place for me. I
love the oceans and deserts of
California, but feel more at home
among New Yorkers. In terms of
the science, I’m glad I decided to
work on flies. It is a wonderful and
diverse field just loaded with
talented and interesting people.
Your biggest mistake in
research? There have been many
and I’ll give a few examples. I wish
I had a better rapport with the
students and postdocs in my lab. I
would like to make them feel like
they are part of something bigger
than themselves. Instead, I tend to
be impatient and make them angry.
Scientific mistakes include
discontinuing the fly immunity
research back in 1994, and missing
the stripe enhancers located 3′ of
eve (these were identified by
Fujioka and Jaynes in 1999).
Your favorite conference? I don’t
travel very well and so I’m always
nervous at meetings. I used to
enjoy the Developmental Biology
Gordon Conference, although I’m
getting too old to sleep on a greasy
little cot in the barracks.
Least favorite conference? The
really big ones are bizarre. I
recently introduced Eric Wieschaus
for a prestigious lecture at the Cell
Biology Society annual meeting.
There were something like 5,000
chairs packed into a hotel
conference room. TV monitors
were used to broadcast the talk to
the remote regions of the room. I
thought I had died and plummeted
into the very depths of the fiery pit
itself.
Do you have any scientific
heroes? I have too many to name,
so I’ll just provide a few examples.
As an undergraduate at Berkeley, I
was uncertain about my future. I
had the great fortune to take a
developmental biology class taught
by Fred Wilt. It was probably the
single most galvanizing experience
I had in terms of defining my future
goals. This was back in 1975 when
molecular biology was just coming
on the scene. Fred not only taught
us what was known, but what
would be possible in the future.
Eric Davidson, Peter Lawrence and
Christiane Nusslein-Volhard have
served as mentors, friends,
collaborators and critics over the
years. I am very grateful to them.
Your greatest ambition in
research? To understand how
naïve embryonic cells follow
different pathways of development.
There is still much to do. While
there has been significant progress
in identifying the signals and
regulatory proteins that cause cells
to embark on different pathways, it
is still unclear how they undergo
the complex changes in shape and
mobility which drive
embryogenesis.
The future? Developmental
biology continues to be a robust
and exciting field. I think the use of
comparative genome methods to
understand animal diversity offers
a lot of promise. Seven different
animal genomes have been
sequenced and assembled. This
number is likely to rise to
something like 50 in the next few
years.
Biggest challenge to the
scientific community? It is a bit
odd that scientists are taught to be
iconoclastic and intellectually bold,
yet the culture of science is really
very conservative. I don’t think
we’ve done a good job in making
science open and available to the
full spectrum of personalities,
creeds, and races. The greater the
participation of differing points of
view and backgrounds, the better
the science. I’m grateful for the
opportunity to make a living by
manipulating fly embryos (and
more recently, sea squirt embryos).
In a different time and place, who
knows, my life might have been
devoted to deciphering an obscure
passage in the Torah.
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